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Abstract 
Responsible leadership (RL) is a process of interaction with stakeholders integrating around a shared goal, taking place in the 
company and outside and based on values and principles of ethics. In Poland, the concept of responsible leadership began to 
appear only in times of political and economic transformation (after 1989), with the influx of foreign investment. In contrast to 
countries with about 100 years of experience in the implementation of the concept of responsible leadership, its Polish history is 
quite short. The purpose of this paper is to analyze how RL exists in a transitional country and region, and how RL contributes to 
Human Resource Management (HRM). A qualitative and quantitative methodology was used to summarize the research among 
entrepreneurs and businesses. Exploring the construct of social responsibility orientation among entrepreneurs, we show that 
executives in these businesses hold different beliefs about their responsibilities toward different stakeholders, with concomitant 
implications for their understanding and enactment of responsible leadership.    
© 2016 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. 
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1. Introduction 
Making appropriate moral judgments is determined by maturity of a man. Each person is responsible for their 
own actions. Also, in the sphere of economic activity each person is responsible for their actions, suitably to the 
limits of their freedom and knowledge of the impact of actions taken (Fisherman, 2004). The values expressed and 
implemented by managers and other employees of the organization are based on personal beliefs contributed to the 
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organization and derived from the organizational culture.  
 It is managers who make decisions in the company. It is their expressed moral values and ethicality of their 
actions that are the basis for distinguishing three models of management: (1) immoral or unethical management- it is 
characterized by greed and selfish desire to maximize profits; it is a conscious unethical action, not caring for other 
participants in economic life; nothing but profit is important; (2) amoral management- increasing company benefits, 
managers do not realize that their actions are ethical, or they feel that "business" life is not guided by the principles 
of ethics, they act according to agreements, but contrary to ethical principles of "free "enterprise; (3) moral 
management- that is consistent with ethical behaviour, the aim of which is to make a profit, but with regard to law, 
moral standards and the standards of professional behaviour; moral entrepreneurs aspire to higher goals. The leaders 
shape the ethical climate. Ethical standards are used as models for evaluating  activities within the company, giving 
people the foundation for  morally positive action. 
Nowadays business is done usually in a responsible manner. Managers are more and more aware of transparency 
and fairness of activities (Paraschiv et al. 2012). The long-term positive influence on the environment is reflected 
not only in image benefits for the company, but also financial ones. Responsibility is becoming increasingly 
noticeable in companies, which is forced by the environment to some extent and also by law imposing more and 
more responsibility on supervising institutions. Companies have to fulfill formal and legal requirements, they also 
have to make increased investment in human resources, environment and relationships with stakeholders, who can 
have a real influence on the effectiveness of economic activities of these organizations and their innovation 
(expenditure of this kind should be treated as an investment and source of innovation rather than as an expense). A 
model of leadership based on business performance in the short term is insufficient. Responsible leadership builds 
and maintains strong and moral relationships with all stakeholders; organizational culture and organizational change 
– the basic elements through which organizations continuously renew their processes and products, adapting them to 
the new context (Rok 2014). 
The purpose of this paper is to analyze how RL exists in a transitional country and region, and how RL 
contributes to Human Resource Management (HRM). This study examines the relationships between RL, CSR and 
HRM. Although the literature base is extensive, the research in this area is rather restricted. The paper presents the 
findings of the research conducted in Polish companies. The issues which will be empirically addressed are the 
following: What is the level of CSR activities awareness among managers in companies that are just constructing 
their market potential and the competitive advantage? What actions in the scope of HR are those companies’ 
managers implementing? Are the actions in the scope of HR the conscious strategy or are they only the impulsive 
activity? 
2. Material and Methods 
2.1. Corporate social responsibility 
The concept of responsible leadership is a combination of two terms: (1) social responsibility (with much 
attention devoted to the possible relationship between corporate social responsibility practices and company 
performance and (2) leadership (focused largely on internal, one-on-one relationship between leaders and followers) 
(Waldman, 2011). 
The idea of corporate social responsibility (CSR) manifests itself in the fact that organizations, while pursuing 
their own goals, also have in mind the welfare of their employees, customers, local communities and other 
stakeholders. Organizations affect the socio-economic development of the region or country; they affect the quality 
of work and life of individuals, communities and entire societies" (Borkowska, 2005).  
Undoubtedly, the beginning of the activities related to corporate social responsibility was applying fundamental 
ethical and moral values in business. CSR cannot exist disregarding ethics and morality. This desire to improve the 
human existence and the environment resulted in establishing rules and codes of ethics. Currently, ethics 
programmes make ethics in business of strategic importance. Companies are aware that corporate social 
responsibility benefits society and the company itself. So the companies shape their mission and goals in such a way 
that the principles of CSR are obeyed. Elements of ethical programmes include: mission, code of ethics, professional 
standards and they comprise such factors as: determining the mission of corporations, defining ethical and 
405 Katarzyna Szczepańska-Woszczyna /  Procedia Economics and Finance  34 ( 2015 )  403 – 409 
professional standards, developing a code of ethics, developing an ethics-related training programmes, creating the 
position (unit) responsible for ethics, promoting ethical behaviour, continuous monitoring of ethical and professional 
standards, creating ethical helpline, systematic ethics-related audit, and periodic reviews of the Code of Ethics 
(Penc, 2003).  
  Business ethics cannot be understood only as a set of certain rules collected in the form of formal documents. 
Designing codes and programmes, managers should involve employees in the process so that they co-create and 
identify with the emerging document; they should feel that they are its co-authors. Creating an ethics programme 
requires the development of employees’ need for developing that programme, disclosure and systematization of the 
most important values for each stakeholder group. A well-designed programme / code of ethics helps to reduce costs 
and increase profits because it reduces instances of lies, corruption, fraud and other bad practices. It also reduces the 
number of situations in which there is a conflict of interests, increases the trust of customers, contractors and 
partners, increases the credibility of staff , loyalty of emplyees, significantly improving the company's reputation 
(Żemigała, 2007). According to Gasparski (Gasparski et al. 2004), a good ethics programme facilitates moral 
leadership and patterns of the ethical impact, the formal definition of core values. It also makes it easier to inform 
about the unethical behaviour, develop a code of conduct and procedures for resolving conflicts. It also enables 
systematic benchmarking assessment in order to further improve and ensure a long-term strategy aimed at 
continuous development of staff, formal and informal controls of the ethics system and its adjustment. Managers can 
institutionalize the process of ethical decision-making, consciously leading to the situation that every moral decision 
is based on previous decisions taken. Codes of ethics provide a basis for creating social policy, and as a result, a 
company assumes social responsibility. 
In order to effectively implement the system of corporate social responsibility, it is necessary to go beyond law 
and take into account the requirements of all parties who are affected by it. Being socially responsible means not 
only fulfilling legal expectations, but also going beyond this and investing more in human resources, the 
environment and relations with stakeholders (Potocki, 2007). The CSR can be perceived as the management’s 
obligation to choose such decisions and actions that bring attention to self-interest, that is multiplying the company's 
profit, as well as protection and concern for social welfare (Davis, Blomstorm, 1975). According to "Green Paper", 
the European Commission document, corporate social responsibility can be examined in the internal and external 
terms. The internal aspect concerns the practices relating to employees, that is investing in human resources, 
attention to health and safety, etc. The concept of stakeholders allows for the creation of interest groups, but each 
group has a slightly different or completely different goals. The corporate social responsibility strategy carries the 
risk of conflicts. Due to possible conflicts of interest clear social objectives of the action should be assumed. It 
comes down to a choice between internal and external accountability. But balanced reconciliation and a reference to 
the specific conditions of the company operation are necessary (Żemigała, 2007). Generally speaking, the goal of 
the company is to harmonize the interests of all stakeholders. 
2.2. The connection between responsible leadership and Human Resources (HRs) 
The definition of responsible leadership says that it is "… the global exercise of ethical, values-based leadership 
in the pursuit of economic and societal progress and sustainable development (…), the art of motivating, 
communicating, empowering, and convincing people to engage with a new vision of sustainable development and 
the necessary change that this implies" (The United Nations Global Compact and European Foundation for 
Management Development, 2008). Authors underline both rational (effectiveness), as well as the emotional 
dimension of behaviour of responsible leaders (Waldman, 2011). "Responsible leadership is a multilevel 
phenomenon involving individuals, groups and organizations that emphasizes leadership effectiveness, ethical 
behaviour, respect for stakeholders and economically, socially and environmentally sustainable practices". 
Responsible leadership concerns the relationships that result in obtaining common benefits by solving problems that 
are significant to society (Ciula, 2006). An appropriate leadership style is one of the challenges for most 
organizations operating in contemporary world of rapid change and the need for continuous development of human 
potential of the organization. Organizations need leaders who will not only manage people, but who will first of all 
work with them to achieve common goals, who will inform about changes in the organization and participate in 
analyzing and solving individual and group problems (Borkowska 1998 p.79).  
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Managers are accountable for spreading the expected values, specifying the behaviours that cannot be accepted 
and enforcing the appropriate attitudes of the lower-level managers. Brand building and “healthy” corporate culture 
are components of a bilateral communication with all important partners as well as with employees. The image of 
the company and organizational culture that identify the company in a business environment through CSR activities, 
advertising campaigns or employer branding, must be reliable and consistent with the elements that the staff 
perceive and declare.  
Building their value effectively, companies are aware that success is determined by broadly understood social 
responsibility, which refers to the business strategy and its key component defined as a personal strategy. 
Professional management is perceived as the efficient and coherent communication resulting in introducing good 
changes. It is essential to analyze the organizational culture and values that contribute to building good relationships 
in a company in order to understand social responsibility and responsible leadership in a company as they affect the 
way of thinking about a company and its relationships with the business environment. At the same time and first of 
all, a company strategy and the strategic and operational objectives are reflected by those values. Understanding the 
company value that the staff have and the values of other company interest groups (Klimkiewicz, 2010) should be 
reflected in corporate strategy. Corporate strategy and functional strategies, including the HR strategy, should also 
take into account the ethical dimension of all strategic decisions. There is a relationship betwen company values, 
corporate strategy and company ethical nature. Assuming that the company strategic objectives are based on specific 
values foundation, it can be noted that all company systems, processes and procedures, which are shaped with regard 
to implementing an adopted strategy, will also refer to certain values. At the same time, company formal and 
informal systems (i.e. the system of assessment, motivation, communication, remuneration, the degree of production 
processes automation, a company structure and procedures etc.), behaviours promoted among the company staff and 
a method of shaping the interpersonal relationships are based on the company fundamental assumptions that concern 
the humanity and values inherent in the company’s corporate culture. A company that observes the principles of 
social responsibility should integrate its activities both at the level of corporate culture and structure as well as at the 
level of processes and strategies (Bhattacharya et al. 2008).  
The connection between Human Resources (HR) and responsible leadership has been overlooked so far 
(Waldman, Galvin, 2008; Avolio, Gardner, 2005). It is difficult to achieve responsible leadership without thourough 
transformation of motivations and values that managers have (Maak, Pless, 2006). Responsible leadership involves 
engaging employees in a relationally intelligent' way and mobilizing the workforce for social welfare. Responsible 
leaders mobilize people and lead teams, often across business, countries and/or cultures to achieve performance 
objectives that derive from the strategic objectives of the company (Waldman, Galvin, 2008). They ensure that 
employment standards are adhered to, that working conditions are humane, safe, healthy and non-discriminatory; 
that employees, irrespective of their background, are offered fair and equal employment opportunities and that the 
needs of employees for recreation, work-life balance and meaningful work are addressed to. 
A socially responsible leader is characterized by the fact that (1) they understand that their way of 
communicating a corporate strategy to the subordinates affects the company performance and the method of their 
everyday communication with the staff and colleagues influences the employees’ comfort (health), self-esteem, 
ethical standards, way of treating others etc., (2) they manage people in the way that motivates them to work; 
(3)they are aware of their professional strategy, personal values, and talents because they allow them to efficiently 
develop their subordinates’ talents; (4) they understand that young employees learn from them, they mould them for 
their entire life, in future these people will copy their attitudes and a communication style, which can build or ruin 
the intellectual and social capital, at least the business trust capital; (5) they react to pathologies and wrongs in their 
environment; (6) they use clear and fair rules of assessing and awarding; (7) they do not relativize the terms like: 
honour, loyalty responsibility.  
2.3. Method 
The research was conducted among randomly selected managers of top, middle and operational management 
level in companies doing business in Poland. We eliminated the respondents who failed to answer at least 20 per 
cent of the questions. A total number of 98 usable questionnaires were received. Of the 98 respondents, 12.24% are 
top managers, 40.81% - middle, 46.95% - managers of operational level. Two-thirds are managers from medium-
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sized enterprises (61.22%), 17.34% from small companies, 14.28% from micro-enterprises, 7.16% from big 
enterprises. The surveyed companies had their headquarters in cities of all sizes, including more than 60% of cities 
with a population over 100 thousand residents. The data was collected in January and February 2015. The research 
was conducted by means of a direct survey. The 24 components of responsible leadership were listed. A seven-point 
Likert scale was employed to gather responses, 7 indicating "maximum agreement" and 1 "no agreement". The 
survey was sample-based. Random sampling was applied. The data was first analyzed using basic statistical 
techniques. Data analysis was accomplished using IBM SPSS Statistics 21. 
3. Results 
As the research findings show, there is a relationship between synthetically expressed tendency to personally 
involve in CSR activities and the significance of such activities for the respondents (coefficient 0.565). 
73% of the respondents knew the term of CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) and its meaning. 60% of the 
respondents consider it necessary to use codes of ethics in companies. 68% of the respondents think it is appropriate 
for a company to pursue social policy. Aspects that CSR should include, in the respondents’ opinion, are: ecology 
(27%), social support for local community (19%), the fair conduct of business (12%), professional support for staff 
(10%), efficient management of resources (9%), the ethicality of actions (7%), and waste segregation (7%). 
According to 44% of the respondents, CSR activities translate into growth of the company revenue. 82% of the 
respondents believe that companies conduct CSR activities in order to gain customer’s trust, improve the image and 
make a profit. 
Only in one in five companies implement human resources strategies. At the same time 63% of the respondents 
believe that a company can lose its market share if it does not hire suitable employees. In about 60% of companies 
that take part in a survey, the most important function of a HR department is the efficient administration of HR and 
payroll processes, recruitment, settlement of issues related to  employees’ dismissals and vacation. 10% of studied 
companies are involved in staff development by means of talent management and by specifying the individual 
development paths. 29% of studied companies use diagnostic tools and the analysis of company human capital 
potential. 16.3% of companies possess the clearly defined strategy of employer branding. Indeed, 20.4% of 
organizations assume that the strategy still needs to be improved.  
Guidance. Half of the respondents believe that they collectively and conciliatorily resolve dilemmas in the 
company, every third of the respondents makes it conditional on the situation and the nature of the decision, 16.3% 
single-handedly resolve dilemmas in the company, and then impose the solution on employees. 28.6% of the 
respondents regularly explain both business and ethical grounds for their opinions / decisions, 20.4% of the 
managers do not do it at all (mean score: 4.69). 
Speak-Up. 63.3% of the  respondents believe that they encourage subordinates to express their opinions, 6.1% do 
not do it, 6.1% - to a small extent (mean score: 5.51). However, only 30.6% of the respondents take into 
consideration the opinion that subordinates have before making a decision (and approx. 30% of those who 
encourage subordinates to express their opinion), 14.3% of the managers never ask their subordinates about their 
opinion when making business decisions (mean score: 4.55). Nearly half of the respondents declare that 
subordinates may question the decisions of superiors, which they consider incompatible with the ethical standards in 
the company, and 15% of the respondents do not allow such a situation to happen (mean score: 5.00).  
Promotion and rewards systems. 75.5% of the managers are aware that the improper structure of 
incentives/motivating factors can lead to employees behaving unethically, 16.3% realize this fact to a large extent 
(mean score: 6.08). However, reward and promotion systems take into consideration the ethical behaviour of 
employees to a small extent (28.5%), and almost the same number of the respondents (24.5%) do not take it into 
consideration at all, in other cases they are incidental, informal situations (mean score: 4.39). Talent management 
schemes are also rare in companies, as well as clear and transparent promotion paths for employees; only every 
fourth company has them, in every third company there are elements of such action, although they are not formal 
schemes, and approx. 40% do not have such schemes at all (mean score: 3.53). In the companies the respondents 
work for care for the health and safety of workers and dignified treatment of the employee are not standard - only 
every fourth company has such a standard, in approx. 60% there are signs of such actions, almost one in five 
companies has been evaluated definitely negatively in this respect. This is confirmed by the respondents’ evaluation 
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of their superiors in terms of the effectiveness of professional development support; 18.3% confirm such support.  
Decision-Making. 69.4% of the respondents strongly confirm that they realize that their decisions as managers 
have a strong influence on the behaviour of others, every fourth of the respondents is aware of this to a moderate 
extent, only 4.0% do not pay attention to this fact (this item gained the mean score: 5.98 on a 7 point scale). Also, 
the importance of taking decisions in accordance with their own values is underlined; in the long term, they can be 
effective only if these two areas converge. 38.8% of the respondents believe that their decisions and solutions as 
managers fully reflect their personal values (taking into account their business decisions over the last five years), 
46.9% - moderately, and low convergence is declared by 14.2% of the respondents (mean score: 5.02). 67.4% of the 
respondents can describe the key elements of ethical standards of their company (10.2% cannot), as well as identify 
and analyze potential ethical issues in business situations (14.3% cannot). (mean score: 5.06).   
4. Discussion 
Summarizing the research findings, we can conclude that the idea of corporate social responsibility in Polish 
companies is still in the development phase. Declarative knowledge and real knowledge of the “corporate social 
responsibility” term do not coincide. CSR is a novelty in many companies, approached warily. CSR activities are 
perceived as aimed at gaining the trust of customers, improving the image and as a result, making financial profits. 
At the same time, a large percentage of the respondents mention aspects such as the need for ethical action and 
pursuing social and environmental policies. CSR activities translate into the company's image, as well as an increase 
in its income. Companies take socially responsible action in order to gain customer trust and to improve the image. 
This is a positive aspect leading to the implementation and promotion of corporate social responsibility. Only in a 
small number of companies, especially large ones, CSR is a permanent habit. In Poland, companies are just learning 
to manage social responsibility. For now, the idea of CSR is treated as an addition to the economic operation of the 
company. 
Although HRM standards are improving, the strategic attitude to developing the personnel policy is applied 
partially. Only a small percentage of big companies realize that in conditions of strong competition and innovative 
technologies, the employees’ knowledge, experience and know-how allow for the market business competition. 
Therefore, close cooperation between the company management and HR departments is necessary. On the one hand, 
„aware” managers can demand more from the personnel departments but on the other hand, the HR specialists 
should inform employers about the essential role of the strategic attitude towards HRM. Not only do leaders have to 
make responsible decisions themselves, but they also should ensure appropriate conditions that allow others to do 
so. Moreover, leaders should offer guidance to employees on behavior-related expectations to make them 
responsible decision-makers. In modern society, leaders are expected to be more open and approachable. Where 
employees are encouraged and feel comfortable to express their diverse opinions, decision-making is better; ethical 
issues are dealt with before it is too late; and innovation develops because people are not afraid to challenge 
fundamental assumptions. The author underlines the importance of clear and transparent communication with 
subordinates, openness to feedback, and attention to the development of subordinates (Szczepańska-Woszczyna et 
al. 2015). Reward systems are applied to match the interests of employees with those of an organization, which 
helps achieve greater performance. Research indicates that people generally do what is rewarded. Therefore, it is 
important for leaders to clarify, measure and reward the business obectives, as well as the behaviours that are 
desired in achieving them. 
5. Conclusion 
In relatively young companies, which were founded after the transformation period, the concept of responsible 
leadership as well as CSR activities are not common. Responsible leadership is characteristic of companies whose  
market position is well established. 
Examining the construct of social responsibility orientation among entrepreneurs and companies operating in the 
region, we show that managers in these companies hold different beliefs about their responsibilities toward different 
stakeholders, with accompanying implications for their understanding and pursuing responsible leadership. 
Knowledge of the issues of responsible leadership is still unsatisfactory in Polish companies although it has 
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improved significantly. More managers perceive their business activities in a broader perspective and the idea of the 
responsibility of leadership and business is becoming more and more recognizable. Unfortunately, this is still an 
idea to a greater extent, an element of PR, not a tool to gain competitive advantage. Companies that want to be 
considered trustworthy in their business still need to be verified externally- this is an important factor in building 
trust among stakeholders. 
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